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THE WHITE HOUSE 

WASHINGTON 

MEMORANDUM OF CONVERSATION 


PARTICIPANTS: President Gerald Ford 

Congressional Vietnam Delegation: 

Senator Dewey Bartlett (R-Okla) 

Representative John Flynt, Jr. (D-Ga) 
Representative Paul McCloskey, Jr. (R-CA) 
Representative Millicent Fenwick (R-NJ) 
Representative Bella Abzug (D-NY) 
Representative Donald Fraser (D-Minn) 
Representative William' Chappell (D -Fla) 
Representative John Murtha (D-PA) 

• 

Dr. Henry A. Kissinger, Secretary of State and 

Assistant to the President for National Security 
Affairs 

Mr. John O. Marsh, Counsellor to the President 
Mr. Max Friedersdorf, Assistant to the President 
L-t. General Brent Scowcroft, Deputy Assistant to 
the President for National Security Affairs 

DATE AND TIME: Wednesday, March 5, 1975 

11:15 a. m. 

^^-^■CE: The Oval Office 

The White House 


P resident: Did you find President Thieu amenable to any of your suggestions? 

~yP t: conversation on this was all on the last 'day. It was agreed that 

his political base had to be broadened to bring more of the operation into 
the Go ve rnme nt . 


Chappell and I also talked to Thieu before we left. We had been 
asked to by the anti-Thieu loyal Vietnamese -- General Minh, the Labor 
leader. We suggested that Thieu broaden his base to add advisors who 
are loyal but are not Thieu supporters. He said he got the information. 


M cCloskey: This was my fourth trip there. I was surprised by what I saw 
Vietnamization has succeeded from a military standpoint. It is a superb 
fighting force. But these things are disturbing: The South has two times 
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the manpower, they are firing 7 - 1 the artillery, the killed-in-action 
is double for the North. Yet the North has a tremendous will to fight and 
the terrain favors them. As you know, we supported giving military aid 
by 6 - 2. We were even shocked by Cambodia. If it collapses, there will 
be a massacre. V* e don't know whether the perimeter can hold. But DOD 
is asking for some aixirnunition that Vietnam is using. I don't know whether 
we can get the votes. I would suggest you withdraw the $300 [million] 
because I don't think you can get it and I think it would hurt. But in the 
long term -- three years -- I think they will lose to the North. They are 
firing in a 7-1 ratio, I think we could get through the Congress the same 
kind of aid as the North gets, but that is not enough. So I think you should 
force negotiations now and not in three years. 

« 

Don Fraser ; I fear that what we are negotiating is how to transfer power 
peacefully to the Communists. I am willing to support aid that is enough 
to allow that to happen. If our goals are higher, we are misled. 

On Vietnam, I think there is underreporting on the political changes. 

I have a report that the Viet Cong infrastructure is coming back to life in 
the Delta. Even the Government of Vietnam reports a 10% shift in the 
population. The criticism of Thieu is rising. As the economic situation 
is bad, complaints grow and Thieu 1 s tie to the corruption is hurting. I 
would support more aid to Vietnam if I thought the regime was more willing 
to liberalize in Western values. I don't like to tell others how to behave, 
but I am reluctant to support those who act in opposition /to our political 
values. I fear that Thieu is moving in the wrong direction. I think Martin 
is a disaster. He is a total spokesman for Thieu. 

Bartlett : I wrote that State must become more realistic on the situation 
in South Vietnam. We read reports from Embassy people that the 

Ambassador wouldn't receive reports he didn't agree with. Pete seconds 
this. 

Chappell: I am more optimistic. I saw the same things and perhaps come 

to a different conclusion. I spoke to who is opposed to Thieu 

but is a strong anti-communist. His fear was that Thieu is not keeping 
the doors to dissidents open enough. He wanted to work more with Thieu. 
We reported that ■ to Thieu and he agreed he would do his best. 


f o * 


President: Is organized labor a big factor? 

Chappell: It would be an important factor in any election. 
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Bartlett : I would say a factor, but not a big one. 

Chappell: I think Thieu is determined to improve. We looked in detail at 

the military situation. We found competent generals and high morale. 

In general, 1 thin;< South Vietnam has an unusually strong will to defend 

against Communism and I am willing to support their efforts to do it. 

I had thought of Vietnam as a leech. I have changed completely. They 

are a strong country, a strong people and in a few years they could be 

self-sufficient. They are already in rice, and there are promising oil 
explorations. 

President; Are there any refineries? 

C ha p pell: Not yet, but they could be put in easily. For example, they have 
taken the refugees, put them through training programs, put them into the 
countryside, fishing, etc. , where they could be productive. I think we 
would be making a serious mistake not to give them the aid they need. 

Thieu is not asking for an open-ended situation. He wants to help them 
in this transition situation. 

I was before a reluctant supporter, but now I am a strong one. I 
think we should do whatever we can to strengthen the fight against communism 
in that area. Cambodia is desperate. But what we can hope for is a nego- 
tiation. But we must get enough food and ammunition in’ there to keep them 
going. We found a lot of esprit in the troops. Desertions are down. If we 
w ould act now to get help in. . . . The Communists are making an all-out 
effort now. If they fail, and they hold, I believe Cambodia has a chance. 

We had the votes yesterday, 8 - 5 or 7 - 6 is the worst. But it was 
decided we would be better to go the regular way to get this thing authorized. 

Fraser: Our briefings indicated that South Vietnam could lose 2-3 more 

provinces this spring and Hue would be isolated. If that happened it would 
look like Vietnam was falling apart. 

President; So what is your suggestion? 

Frazer: I only mention this because it could result in a pull-out syndrone. 

McCloskey ; Seven reserve divisions could at least isolate the northern 
provinces. 

. K . !? s ^ n P er f Could I say a word? The tragedy we face is that the disunity 
in this country means that had we followed either the Administration's or 

the opposition's strategy we might be better off. But as it is, we have 
done first but not enough. 
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We never tried for a military solution in Cambodia. We did at first 
enough to keep them alive. In the 1930's, 98% of the people praised 
Chamberlain -- two years later he was a pariah. I don't know how the 

people will treat tnose who led them to disasters, even if it was done in 
response to popular feelings. 

The obstacle to Sihanouk coming back is the Communists, not us. 

If we get to the rainy season we will have to make the best deal possible. 

Can the United States have on its conscience pulling the plug on 
Vietnam? That is the question. It is easy to say get a political not a 
military solution. But from my experience with the North Vietnamese, 
you can negotiate with them only if there is a convergence of forces. 

When I was visiting a museum in Hanoi with Le Due Tho, every exhibit 
of an archaeological excavation in the museum reminded him of a prison 
he had been in. He had spent most of his life in French prisons. Unless 
they have run out of military options, they won't negotiate. 

I agree with what Don said. In five years we may see Vietnam in 
the position Cambodia is in now. We go on just not giving enough. The 
North can concentrate in one place and Thieu must defend a 700 -mile 
border. There is a lot of moralizing -- "Thieu gets more repressive." 

We press him and he eases up not from conviction but to get aid -- and 
is taken in Vietnam as a sign of weakness. 

I would urge that we do what is right -- give enough to give it some 
chance to succeed rather than doom them to a lingering death. The domino 
theory is discredited. But if we let these people down, the impact on the 
United States in the world would be very serious indeed. 

President; Henry has to leave now for the Middle East. I will go out and 
then come back and finish. You know my conviction from my House days. 

It has always been that we should help those who want to help themselves. 

I have learned more, but my conviction now is deeper. It is interesting 
to note that when Case (you know his feeling) saw the negotiating record 
he wanted it made public and he urged aid for Cambodia. We have a 
fighting chance. If we don't move, we don't have a chance. It will be a 
blot on the conscience of the United States. I spoke to Church and Passman 
about my statement. We agreed to negotiate a figure. That figure has to 
be adequate. We must do it well or concede that our policies will have an 
adverse effect in Southeast Asia and actually have a divisive effect. 'We 
need to find a way to do what is right. 

[The Secretary leaves] 
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Aozug: My trip was important to me although you know my opposition. 

The tragedy of Cambodia was striking. We have an obligation, but I see 
it as a humanitarian one. I think military aid only brings more suffering. 

I, too, worry about what the takeover will bring, and I think one purpose 
of the negotiation must be to prevent retribution. I think the American 
people would accept a massive humanitarian effort, but not to continue 
the military slaughter. There is no way out -- it is lost and we want to 
minimize a bloodbath, and military aid maximizes that. We have a moral 
obligation and to protect them in the event of a changeover. Anything else 
will be misunderstood and make things worse. 

Pre sident. If we could divide it, that would be fine. But we can't make 
that clean a break. 

Abzug; You can if we make a realistic appraisal. 

President: I don't know if you have yet seen our negotiating efforts. They 
have been pursued and will be. 

Abzug: I agree with Don that the basis of negotiation may not be there. 

Giving military aid is a gesture and doesn't solve the situation. On Vietnam, 
the difficulty I have with the three -year idea is that it will stiffen the 
resistance of the South. Unless we broaden the government and maybe 
remove Thieu, there is no hope. If we increase aid, the other side will. 

Why don't we look at a different diplomatic approach? We have not as of 
now been prepared to offer a realistic negotiation. I see the possibility 
to convince the American people only if we change our objectives. We 
still behave as if it were our war and we have to bring about a victory. 

Murtha: I want to reinforce what Secretary Kissinger said. I think it is 
imperative we have a victory in the United States. The rest of the world 
is watching us. Southeast Asia is rich in resources and people. If North 
Vietnam wins they will have a strong army dedicated to communism. 

The army has been cut back to the bone because of shortages. The 
United States* forces there used 6, 000 rounds a day, the ARVN is using 
800, to defend the same territory. They are now making efforts to conserve 
ammunition, so their casualties have increased, and they are losing land 
which will have to be taken back at great expense. If we don’t give them 
aid we will end up with a historic blot on the record of the United States. 

I think the American people know that. We have an obligation to fulfill 
our words. There is no doubt about the improvement in the security 
situation since I was there, before . 
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Fenwick : I have been against our military activities for many years. This 

trip has been hard because I am shaken in my conviction. In Cambodia, we 
are in on the third act. The key is China. As long as China sends bullets, 
there is no end. It doesn't matter who is sitting in Phnom Penh, Can't 
we redouble our efforts to see what China wants for the area? 

I will vote for military aid only if it is part of some program to 
settle the situation. "We have to have a way to get the small people out - — 
the non-coms, the teachers, lawyers, refugees, civil servants. If we 
could organize with Thieu and South Vietnam to take these people, I would 

vote for military aid. I feel the United States best serves its own prestige 

by that kind of action, 

♦ * 

hi Vietnam, no dissident I talked to wanted to see the communists, 
win in Vietnam. It doesn't matter how opposed they were to Thieu. That being 
the case, what do we do? I don't know. I am in an agony of spirit. We don't 
benefit the people by allowing a takeover that no one wants. Thieu' s press 
law and the law restricting parties must be reproved. Finally, I think 
Thieu should ask international observers in to monitor the elections, 

Martin says Thieu would win. If so, why wouldn't he let it? Now the 
corruption -- the elements of some kind of viable system are there, but 
there is no mass support for the parties. Only the Catholics, the Buddhists 
and the Cao Dai have mass support. The reality is there is no substitute 
for Thieu. We can't continue to vote money where we don't see the hope for 
a viable solution. * 

In Cambodia we must get to the UN, the refugee committee and plan 
to get the people out. I don't know what to recommend in Vietnam. I don't 
agree with Don to phase out because I don't know where it will lead us. 

President: Let me reiterate. I am grateful that you went, including those 
of you who came back with negative views. I am impressed with your 
sincerity. We will take account of your suggestions. I wish we could 
sort things out as easily as some people think. I think the United States 
must make a maximum effort - - being forthright and strong and in 
Cambodia arriving at a negotiation. In Vietnam, I am willing to go along 
with a three -year cutoff. I think that gives them better than a 50 -50 chance 
of making it. I think our country must be strong and forthright and forth- 
coming in negotiation. 

Bartlett : We want to support you and help achieve support in the Congress 
and the public. 






", * J 
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jy raser : ^ you. could pull in people who have had a different approach -- 

like Paul Warnke -- you might get some more support on this side of 
the aisle. 

Pre s ident: We won't rule out any suggestion. . 

■ * ■ 1 ,i 

[The meeting concluded] 
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